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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL {IF KNOWN} PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Fox Theater and building on Grand Boulevard in St. Louis (city block #2287)
was designed in what has been calied the Siamese Byzantine style of decoration,
a conglomeration of Moorish, Far Eastern and Indian motives of various periods.!
The theater's total cost of over $6,000,000 is reflected in its grandeur and
decoration. At its opening on January 31, 1929 the Fox was the second largest
theater in the U.S. with a caBacity of 5060. Its seating capacity was exceeded
only by the Roxy in New York.

The building is constructed of steel and reinforced concrete with yellow patterned
brick and terra cotta facing. The theater's mass encompasses a ticket lobby, a
Grand Lobby, a mezzanine promenade, ground floor and mezzanine foyers, a rear mid-
balcony art gallery called the Peacock Alley, balcony and mezzanine seating, 19
retiring rooms, 75 dressing rooms some of which have fireplaces, an eighth floor
radio studio and, in the basement, a preview studio, 22 offices, a music library,
a rehearsal hall, a cafeteria, a barber shop and a tailor shop.

The theater is entered from the east, through a double series of bronze and glass
doors under the decorative terra cotta facade which recalls a combination of a
Vat Anong Temple porch of 9th century A.D. Thailand,3 the archways of the Surya
Temple of the 11th century A.D. at Modhera, India? and certain Moslem elements of
later Indian architecture such as thoge seen in the doorway of the Adina Mosque
of the 14th century in Bengal, India.

One proceeds through the small ticket Tobby into the crimson, gold and jewelled
Grand Lobby which is designed to recall two Indian religious building forms. The
Tongitudinal hall with rows of flanking columns is reminiscent of the rock cut
Buddhist monastery halls of Chaitya type which were built in India from the 2nd
century B.C. to the 2nd century A.D.° At the Fox, the Chaitya hall is furnished
with decorative additions of later periods, such as pseudo-corinthian column
capitals with animal motives and the elaborate consoles over the columns and
above the grand staircase which have their prototype in the eave brackets of the
Prime Minister's house at Fatehpur Sikri, India of the Mughul period.7 The grand
stairway, which is flanked by marble 1jons, and the mezzanine landing area are
features of the Stupa, a type of funerary shrine such as that of Nalanda, India
of the 6th century A.D. with its grand stairway, flanking 1ions and enshrined
seated deities.8

The terrazzo floor of the lobby was originally covered by a 60' x 48' crimson and
gold chenille carpet which was imported from Czechoslovakia.® The gilt plaster
and jewelled shell that is the fantastic ceiling is in reality suspended by steel
hangers from girders on the 7th floor. The ceiling's flat central area was orig-
inally painted blue with added floral designs in primary colors.10 One-half of
this is still visible, bT% the other half is covered as the result of the repair
of some peeling in 1943. The 16 majestic red and gold columns which flank the
Grand Lobby are not of stone but of scag]io}a, variegated lacquer painted on
plaster and polished to look like porphyry.!2 Other notable features of the
Tobby are its marble wainscotting and the large leaded glass mirrors between the
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columns accentuating a series of small balconies of decorative grillwork which
recalls Indian-Islamic decoration of the 16th to 18th centuries.!3 Below the
balconies are archways which also recall Indian-Islamic types such as the Agra
Fort.14 Through these archways on both the north and south one approaches the
side aisles leading to the foyers, offices, and the Targe plush elevators which
were designed to carry as many as thirty persons. Originally, the lobby was
furnished with ornate oriental pieces upholstered in blue and gold velvet. Though
most have been sold over the years, a few of the chairs are still there.

The small ground floor foyer is entered by doorways to the left and right of the
grand staircase. Here the very elaborate carved wood and plaster decoration which
emphasizes the verticals of the pilasters and wall segments imparts the feeling
that one is entering a many-columned mosque. Beyond the foyer is the ground floor
seating of the auditorium.

At the rear of the lobby the grand staircase leads up to the mezzanine. At the
top of the stairs and to both the left and the right are two deities, seated in
wall niches and holding scimitars. In front of each, on the mezzanine landing,

is a large cloisonne elephant figure which is believed to be over 1700 years old.
In addition, these figures aFg said to have cost $24,000 and to have come from

the court of Kaiser Wilhelm. At the extreme north and south sides of the mezza-
nine area, on the Tevel of the small balconies between the columns of the lobby,
are stairways up to the balcony. A good view of the lobby is afforded between

the arches over the balconies. Here, in the south mezzanine corridor, the smaller
Moeller organ was located which played to waiting crowds in the lobby.

The mezzanine foyer is entered through a six columned portico at the top of the
grand staircase. Between the columns here are leaded mirrors above, and glass
doors with painted ornamental female heads below. Some of the glass is now re-
placed by plain giass or cardboard. The mezzanine foyer is decorated in a manner
similar to the ground floor foyer with much elaborate applied wood and stucco.

In addition, two striking features of this area are the large cut-away figure 8
areas, one to the north and one to the south, which are surrounded by ornamental
grillwork with mirrored ceilings above. The ground floor foyer is visible below.

The stairs at the rear of the mezzanine corridors on the north and south sides

of the theater lead to the next level, the mid-balcony promenade, the area behind
and under the balcony which has two ramps leading to mid-balcony seating. This
area is small and features the Peacock Alley, a Tong narrow passage which runs
north to south, high up and directly above the mezzanine landing. Through the
pierced grillwork of the Alley's lower walls a dramatic view of the lobby helow
can be seen. Peacock Alley, which is named after the decor of its north and
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south tympana once was adorned with works of art in painting and sculpture.

The same stairway which rises to the mid-balcony. promenade proceeds to the upper
balcony. Here, through archways wit? vaguely Sassanian bird motives supported
by columns of Persian or Indian type'® the balcony seating is entered.

The auditorium of the Fox Theaterl7 is an overwhelming repetition of the motives
already described. Along the north and south walls are columned archways with
mirrors and grillwork as in the Tlobby. Below these are archways similar to those
of the Ajmer Mosque of 1225 A.D.18 but with overall feeling and patterning similar
again to the exterior of a Stupa. The organ screens are composed of small bai-
conies with vertical sections ¢of ornamental grillwork topped by a niched deity
above, and a 10' high niched deity below. In the areas not devoted to other
decoration brocade and velvet are featured. The proscenium arch is richly em-
bellished in wood and stucco and is adorned with several more deities and a large
suspended incense burner over center stage. The ceiling of the auditorium is
composed of an outer ring without decoration which surrounds a circular area of
Indian fabric. The fabric is draped and suspended from 16 pairs of huge spears to
give the effect of a hanging canopy. The center of the ceiling is also undeco-
rated and featured atmospheric effects. From the very center and ten storeys up
the chandelier is suspended. It is a $40,000 gold and wrought iron ball, 13°
diameter, with 1244 ?ieces of Jewelled glass and 696 1ight bulbs, which weighs a
total of 2 1/2 tons.!9 The stage area is equipped with switchboard equipment

and several elevators for the orchestra, chorus and organ.

COMPANION STORE BUILDINGS

The Fox Theater Building complex includes two, two-story, companion commercial
buildings flanking the Tobby area of the theater to the north and south. These
buildings are alike except that one has a 54'5" frontage on Grand Avenue and the
other has a 24 foot frontage. Their terra cotta facades and ornamented friezes
provide a suitable setting for the Fox and they are included as part of the
National Register nomination. These buildings have shops at street level and
office space on the second floors. The street level facades have been inapprop-
riately remodeied.

DIMENSIONS

Qver-all dimensions for the Fox Theater and companion buildings are 178 feet
north-south and 310 feet east-west givying an area ¢f 55,180 square feet (1.267
acres). There are parking lots to the north and west. An east-west alley Dassés
along the south wall of the building, The southwest corner of the intersection
of Grand Avenue and Wiashington Boulevard is occupled by the Humboldt Building
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which is not included in the area being nominated. (See the Site Plan Map.)
PRESENT CONDITION

The Fox Theater 1is presently in need of only a few repairs. 1In general, the
theater is in excellent condition due to the fine care provided by the manager,
Dion Peluso, and his staff.* Mr. Peluso has been at the Fox since 1931 and was
able to provide much valuable information,

DRAWINGS

Approximately 100 architectural drawings of the Fox Theater are on file at the
Fox Theater building. The drawings include floor plans, sections, details of
ornamentation, steel structural plans, lighting plans, plumbing plans, circula-
tion plans and so forth. Some are blueprints; some are inked on linen tracing
cloth. The set of drawings represents a fine collection of original materials
relating to the construction of the building and ought to be reproduced for
archival purposes.

*The original carpeting and upholstery survive 1n several areas.
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1. Ben Hall, Best Remaining Seats (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1961), p. 110.

2. St. louis Star, February 1, 1929, p. 5; and January 31, 1929, p. 17.

3. Percy Brown, Indian Architecture {Bombay: n. pub., 1959}, Vol. I-Buddhist
and Hindu Periods, p. 160.

4. Ibid., p. 106.

5. Brown, op. cit., Vol. II-Islamic Period, p. 25.

6. Brown, op. cit., Vol. I, pp. 19, 20, 21.
7. Brown, op. cit., Vol. II, p. 71.
8. Brown, op. cit. Vol. I, p. 132.

9. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, February 1, 1929, p. 3, and St. Louis Globe-Democrat,
February 1, 1929, p. 1.

10. St. louis Post-Dispatch, January 15, 1929, p. 18.

11. St. louis Post-Dispatch, August 7, 1967, Pictures Section.

12. 3t. Louis Post-Dispatch, April 23, 1967, Pictures Section.

13. Brown, op. c¢it., Yol. II, pp. 41, 98.
14. Ibid., p. 89.

15. St. louis Star, February 1, 1929, p. 5.
16. Brown, op. cit., Vol. I, p. 10.

17. See excellent itlustrations in Hall, op. cit., pp. 110-111, and St. Louis
Globe-Democrat Sunday Magazine, January 27, 1929.

18. Brown, op., cit., Vol. II, p. 4.
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19. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, September 29, 1966, p. 3E and December 25, 1960, Roto.

General note: Much of the information in this section is from an interview with
Dion Peluso, manager of the Fox, on January 7, 1975. Many of the Indian comparisons
were first done by Jeanne Harris in a paper, "The St. Louis Fox," December 1973,
prepared for a class at Washington University; a copy is on file in Mr. Peluso's
office.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Fox Theater in St. Louis, Missouri {1929} is significant in its opulent Indo-
Siamese Byzantine style of decoration, which carries to a zenith the grandiloquence
of the 1920s, as well as in its position in the development of theater design in
the United States. This building is, in many ways, one of the most important
products of William Fox, theater promoter and developer and founder of Twentieth
Century Fox Corporation. The theater, at the time of its opening, was endowed with
many works of art from all over the world, some of which still survive there to-
day. In the 1920s theater 1ife was ruled by the Roxy Theater in New York City
(Opened 1927 - Demolished 1961). But the St. Louis Fox was close behind the Roxy
in its rating as the second largest theater in the United States, out of the more
than 20,500 theaters then existing.1 In addition, this theater is one of the Tast
great examples of an architectural concept which was to die with the coming of the
depression. The most significant fact about the St. Louis Fox is that it was the
first theater in the nation to be built with full "talkie" equipment for the
Movietone process. Ownership of this process was held by Fox, and it became the
dominant-means of producing ta1§ing pictures after others, such as the Vitaphone
process, proved unsatisfactory.

The America of the 1920s can be characterized in many ways, but the artifact which
best summarizes the social conditions and bourgeois artistic tastes of that decade
is the Movie Palace. Through opulence and a taste for the unusual and exotic,
theater architects of the 1920s tried to create a world of their own through the
use of rich materials and works of art where any individual with the nominal prige
of admission could rub elbows with the rich and live like a king for an evening.
Movie Palaces offered the working person the opportunity to be luxuriously pam-
pered by a trained staff of experts, in an atmosphere of princely grandeur or
exotic adventure, and all for a very small price. With the Great Depression this
sort of entertainment became too expensive to provide and keep up. But many

Movie Palaces remain today in our inner cities, threatened museums to a former way
of 1ife,

The Fox theater in St. Louis, the 306th theater bulllt by William Fox, opened
January 31, 1929. 0Qn opening night the Fox's 200 employees, 60 of whom were

ushers drilled by Gene LeGendre, a former Marine sergeant, welcomed the public

to a show which included addresses by Missouri's Governor Henry S. Caulfield,

Mayor Victor J. Miller of St. Louis, William Fox himself and even Sam "Roxy" )
Rothapfel. The show continued with tableaux representing the history of St. Louis,
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musical numbers, including Wagner's Tannhauser, performed by the Fox Theater
Grand Orchestra of 65 musicians, short acts including the Singing Acrobats,
numbers by the Fox Choral Ensembles and Ballet ang the feature movie, Street
Angel, starring Janey Gaynor and Charles Farreil.

David G. Arohberg of Arogberg and Fried Contractors was in charge of the
construction of the Fox.” Some of his other notable works include the Missouri
State Capitol building in Jefferson City and the United States Post Office in
Washington, D. C.

The architect of the Fox Theater was C. Howard Crane whose Detroit office wag
responsible for over 200 American theaters which he buiit in various styles.

A few examples are the Roosevelt Theater in Chicago, the Music Box Theater in
New York City, the Metropolitan Theater in Boston, the Selwyn in Chicago and

the Harris Theater in Chicago. Little is known about Crane but the Fox cer-
tainly ranks among the best of his works which are known to this writer. The
Detroit Fox Theater was designed by Crane at the same time as the St. Louis Fox,
and, except for sltight differences, they are twins.

The elaborate interior decoration of the Fox is one of its most notable features.
This opulence is the work of Eve Leo Fox, Mes. William Fox, and in hey honor
WiTliam Fox called its flamboyance the "Eve Leo Sty]e."7 The cost of the
Tuxurious mirrors, works of art and furnishings was about $700,0008 and the
purchase and manufacture of them was supervised personally by Mrs. Fox.
Originally two companies had given bids to do this theater and its twin in
Detroit in either the "Rolls Royce Style" or the Hispano-Suisa Style of deco-
ratijon, but Mrs. Fox's personal supervision of her own ideas prevailed. The
summer of 1928 Eve Fox spent traveling between New York, Detroit and St. Louis
checking the progress and arranging the delivery of works of art she had
purchased abroad.

Surely the most colorful figure connected with the Fox Theater is William Fox
himself. His family came from Hungary in 1880 when William was less than a

year old, and they settled in New York's lower east side.!0 Fox was never able
to speak English very well and he never learned to read it because his family
were Orthodox Jews and stressed only Hebrew at home. This was one of the factors
which led Fox to be a loner much of the time.

After holding several odd jobs and working as a newspaper hoy, Fox entered the
garment trade and began to prosper. He was m??t interested in earning money and,
to earn extra, he got involved in vaudevilie. Then, realizing money was to be
made in the new movie industry, he bought a penny arcade and a picture show at
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700 Broadway. This theater grew into a chain of theaters, and Fox then decided
to go into the fields of film distribution and production to keep more of the
profits in his own organization. His new company was responsible for the first
manufactured movie star in history, Theodosia Gogdman of Cincinnati, who became
Theda Bara, the mysterious Franco-Egyptian vamp.

William Fox was constantly involved in court proceedings either suing, as in
the case of his right to distribute films against the wishes of the "Big Ten" -
Edison, Biograph, Vitagraph, Kleine, Selig, Essanay, Lubin, Kalem, Melies and
Pathe - who owned 85% of all motion picture patents and distribution rights, or
being sued, as concerning his claim to the rights to certain German sound
production devices. He was kn?wn to be ruthless and cruel and a complete loner
in his attempts to gain power. 3

The decade of the 1920s saw Fox's greatest expansion. The Fox Film Corporation
was formed and the resulting stock grew in value. With the profits Fox began

to acquire theaters. Within a year he had interests in 800 theaters including
the Roxy in New York. Through clever and Tucky financial manipulations Fox

then gained control of the Loew's chain of theaters. Moreover, on October 25,
1929, feeling a financial crisis to be imminent, Fox sold all of his interests
in companies other than hig own and so outsmarted the market which was to fatll
three trading days later. But even Fox could not withstand the Depression and
became t?g victim of receiverships and legal troubles and finally of bankruptcy
in 1936. He rapidly sank into such obscurity that, in his Tater years he

was forgotten. In fact, the New York Times published the following on February
8, 1949: "In a news story in the New York Times of yesterday an erroneous refer-
ence was made to 'the late William Fox.' Mr. Fox, former theatrical man, is
still alive." Fox died in May, 1952.17
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FOOTNOTES

A. M, Schlesinger and P, W. Siosson, The Great Crusade and After (New York:
MacMillan Co., 1937), pp. 393-394; and St. Louis Star, January 31, 1929, p. 17.

el
-

2. St. Louis Post-Dispatch, May 6, 1928, part 5, p. 1A.

3. ‘"Decoration Without Limitation," Architectural Review, Vol. 83, 1938, p. 91; and
A. Embury, "Architectural Treatment of the Moving Picture Theater," Brickbuilder,
Vol. 23, 1914, p. 37, discuss the social and psychological impiications of this
form of architectare.

4. St. Louis Star, January 31, 1929, p. 17, and february 1, 1929, p. 5.

5. St. Louis Globe Democrat, January 31, 1929, p. 1.

6. "C. H. Crane Obituary," Architectural Record, Vol. 112, October 1952, p; 392.

7. Ben Hall, Best Remaining Seats (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1961}, p. 110,

8. St. Louis Star, January 31, 1929, p. 17.

9. Upton Sinclair, Upton Sinclair Presents William Fox (Los Angeles, Calif.: The
Author, 1933), p. 236.

10. Norman Zierold, The Moguls: The Power Princes of Hollywood's Golden Age (New
York: Avon [Books], 1969), p. 213.

1. 1Ibid., p. 214.

12. 1ibid., p. 217.

13. Ibid., pp. 215-217, 223.
14. 1Ibid., p. 225.

15. 1Ibid., pp. 228-229.

16. Ibid., p. 229.

17. 1Ibid., p. 212.
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FOX THEATER, St. Louis, Mo.

MP Holmes, photog. July 17, 1976

Neg. Loc.: Off. of Hist. Pres. PO 176
Jefferson City, MO.

Auditorium, Tooking north.
Photo No. 9
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